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Identity co-construction: Attach or detach? 
Dealing with identity in alien socio-cultural environments 
as seen in Zadie Smith’s White Teeth and On Beauty 
 
 
1. Introduction. 
 This synopsis aims to explore the topic of multiculturalism, studying how culturally rich 
societies in the most advanced economies of the world are depicted as an opportunity for 
immigrants to excel, but which can, on the other hand, become a lure that risks tearing apart the 
individual’s conceptions of who we are, where we come from and where we want to go. 
The project idea delves into two of British author Zadie Smith’s novels, White Teeth 
(2000) and On Beauty (2002), which will be compared so as to illustrate the theme of roots. In 
White Teeth the reader follows the lives of Bangladeshi Samad Iqbal and Englishman Archibald 
Jones, who live with their respective families in London. On Beauty depicts the life of a mixed-
race British/American family living in the United States. 
The analysis is framed into Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model (1980); Homi 
Bhabha’s theory of mimicry (1994); and Bannerjee’s illustration of mimicry in “The Fellowship 
of the Babus” (2007). 
 
2. Research question. 
In this synopsis, I provide with an outline about how to deal with this research question: 
How does adapting to different cultures and adopting different cultures contribute to 
shaping the identities of beings? 
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3. Theoretical framework. 
- Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model (1980) 
 Hall’s model offers an applied analysis to the television discourse which provides with 
the foundations of “encoding” and “decoding” among cultures and communities (Hall, 1980). 
Within this encoding/decoding, the model deals with what are termed “positions” of any given 
culture: “dominant-hegemonic position”, that which “is operating inside the dominant code” 
(Hall, 1980: 59); “negotiated position”, which “contains a mixture of adaptive and oppositional 
elements” (1980: 60); and the “oppositional code”, in which people “understand both the literal 
and the connotative inflection given by a discourse but [tend] to decode the message in a globally 
contrary way” (1980: 61). 
 
- Homi Bhabha’s theory of the mimicry (1994) 
 In addition to Stuart Hall’s model, this synopsis proposes looking into the literature by 
Homi Bhabha to frame the notion of the mimicry, which helps to explain the concept of identity 
to be analysed. The mimicry is best defined in Bhabha’s On Mimicry and Man: “Mimicry [...] is 
not a question of harmonizing with the background, but against a mottled background, of 
becoming mottled—exactly like the technique of camouflage practised in human warfare” 
(Lacan; in Bhabha, 1994: 172). 
 Bhabha puts emphasis on several points related to identity as the product of culture and 
society intertwining with each other. This results in the shaping of identities through space and 
time, which “cross to produce complex figures of difference and identity, past and present, inside 
and outside, inclusion and exclusion” (Bhabha, 1994: 2). 
 There is also the clash between cultures, primarily differentiated as a “dominating” and 
an “adapting culture”, as well as the realisation of how “borderline engagements of cultural 
difference may as often be consensual as conflictual; they may confound our definitions of 
tradition and modernity” (Bhabha, 1994: 3). 
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- Bannerjee’s “The Fellowship of the Babus” (2007) 
 Next, I would look at the graphic novel “The Fellowship of the Babus.” It deals with the 
theme of cultural intertwining that Samad and, in general, the characters in Smith’s novels 
struggle to make sense of. The theoretical interest of this work can be summarized in two quotes 
from the graphic novel: “Babu is a native who is Indian in flesh and blood and English in taste 
and opinion”, and “I can speak in English, think in English and shall be supremely happy when I 
can dream in English” (Bannerjee, 2007). 
 
- Macaulay’s Minute on India education (1835) 
 Finally, the notion of the Babu links to Macaulay’s Minute on India education (1835), 
where the author displays a set of arguments for the spread of the English language as the most 
appropriate to educate the Indian elite, namely that “English literature is far superior to any 
Oriental literature”, “English is the language of the world, and students at Indian universities 
complain that they would rather learn English than any other language”, “The Indian students are 
capable of learning English, despite racist assumptions that they are not”, and that “The empire 
will need [...] a class of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions and 
in intellect.” Macaulay’s text is further commented in the analysis, where it is opposed to 
Bhabha. 
 
4. Analysis. 
 The following section is devoted to frame a possibility for analysis of the works of Zadie 
Smith by looking at Stuart Hall (1980), Bhabha (1994) and Macaulay (1835) from the theoretical 
framework. Additionally, it would be interesting to do some preliminary research, looking at 
previous insights into Smith’s work conducted by Beukema (2008), Isik, E. & Tekalp, S. (2012), 
Braun (2013) and Arikan (2013). These authors provide their views on the topics of roots/routes, 
multiculturalism and mimicry. 
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- Stuart Hall 
Hall’s model can be used to analyse how “[a]ny society/culture tends, with varying 
degrees of closure, to impose its classifications of the social and cultural and political world. 
These constitut[ing] a dominant cultural order, though it is neither univocal nor uncontested” 
(1980: 57). In order to make sense of this theory in the particular case of this project synopsis, 
the purpose is to analyse what does Zadie Smith depict as belonging to the three positions 
referred to in the theory (Hall, 1980: 59-61). 
Stuart Hall’s model can be applied to study the interrelationships of the characters in the 
novels. The author proposes a model for cultural analysis that deals with the ways in which the 
members of a community would react to the messages they are faced up to. In Zadie Smith there 
are instances of “dominating positions” in the form of the overruling society, e.g. the British 
society and the American society. And also “negotiated positions” where the characters are 
pictured as “dealers”, e.g. when in White Teeth Samad tries to make deals with God to allow 
himself behave beyond the norms established by his religion, by which he contradicts the 
identity he wants to project as a responsible committed Muslim. However, the 
encoding/decoding model seems to imply that the “positions” are fixed, which makes it too 
inflexible to describe the identity issues in the characters. 
In the novel On Beauty it would also be interesting to focus on the tensions visible, for 
instance, in the case of Carl Belsey, who lives in a society where the distinction black/white is 
still too strong a social marker. This would draw again into the dominant/negotiated/oppositional 
code devised by Hall (1980), but to analyse the characters this set of positions is not enough. 
There has to be a model which can give additional support to analyse the characters from a wider 
range of perspectives. 
Hall’s model shows that the analysis lacks some interrelationship between the actors at 
play. There is a need for some theory that can help go deeper into the analysis of identity co-
construction. A possible complementation could be found in Bakthin (1987), discussed later. 
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- Homi Bhabha 
 In Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994) there is a text devoted to the 
interrogation of identity (Chapter 2), and another about the postcolonial individual (Chapter 9), 
which should be further explored to pursue a research into the co-construction of identities in 
Zadie Smith’s characters. 
By exploring mimicry, I would look at how elements of this theory could apply to Zadie 
Smith’s novels, e.g. “‘partial reform’ will produce an empty form of ‘the imitation of English 
manners which will induce them [the colonial subjects] to remain under our protection’” 
(Bhabha, 1994: 124); “mimicry repeats rather than re-presents” (1994: 88). 
Through Bhabha the reader comes across a recurrent theme in Zadie Smith’s works, 
where it is possible to see how “the social articulation of difference, from the minority 
perspective, is a complex, on-going negotiation that seeks to authorize cultural hybridities that 
emerge in moments of historical transformation” (Bhabha, 1994: 3). That is to say, we can trace 
in Zadie Smith’s novels this “negotiation” that Bhabha is talking about, as the characters are seen 
as part of this “minority” that at the same time belong to the “cultural hybridities.” 
As René Green states in Bhabha’s text, there is a further need to “understand cultural 
difference as the production of minority identities that ‘split’—are estranged unto themselves—
in the act of being articulated into a collective body.” (1994: 4) Therefore, it can be said that 
minorities represent such an heterogeneous entity that it is illusive to think that any of those 
minorities will ever become part of the “homogeneous whole.” But this is actually what, contrary 
to what Zadie Smith shows through the character of Samad, renders multiculturalism its 
attraction: “a pure, ‘ethnically cleansed’ national identity can only be achieved through the death, 
literal and figurative, of the complex interweavings of history, and the culturally contingent 
borderlines of modern nationhood” (1994: 5). It is interesting to focus on this necessity of 
“achiev[ing] the death, literal and figurative”, which is perhaps the reason why Samad fails, and 
which Zadie Smith is depicting in a critical manner. Samad, in White Teeth, gives an illustration 
of this idea of heterogeneity, because although the character always intends to resist the outer 
forces so that they do not interfere with his personal identity, he becomes influenced and shaped 
by society, becoming part of the “heterogeneous whole” of a multicultural society. 
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Samad is buying into the idea of purity, but at the same time Zadie Smith shows that the 
idea of a pure English nation that he does not want to be part of is illusory. Samad’s idea of a 
pure Bengali identity presupposes that there exists a “pure” idea of, in this case, being British. 
The problem is that when, for instance, Samad's sons become part of this British culture, it could 
be the case that not only are they being shaped by it, but their contributions make the British 
culture to be modified at the same time. This is something that Samad fails to realise, perhaps 
because, as an exiled, it is easier for him to oppose the majority culture. Samad is building an 
idealized conception of his “real” identity as a Bengali, which he thinks is more pure, but, on the 
other hand, he does not belong to the Bengali society either, so Samad struggles between a 
British vs. Bengali identity which can be understood as an escape way which facilitates him as 
an exiled find a “home nation.” 
As can be seen in Zadie Smith, this means that there seems to be a very thin line between 
cultures that, when is trespassed, cause people to fear losing an important aspect of their own 
identity, as would be the case with Samad Iqbal. 
There is another angle from which the text by Bhabha renders material to apply his 
theory in the analysis. This can be found where, in Location of Culture, he quotes Macaulay’s 
Minute on India Education. In this text it is possible to see how a dominant culture acts over the 
subordinated culture, which can be seen throughout colonialism in history. The analysis that 
Bhabha does of Macaulay is interesting because he is evidenciating the absurdity that 
Macaulay’s text offer, where the latter is dealing with how, among others, the colonised should 
be “educated” because he “can conceive of nothing other than ‘a class of persons Indian in blood 
and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect’—in other words a mimic 
man raised ‘through our English School’” (Bhabha, 1994: 125). In this respect, the character of 
Magid is of particular relevance. He can be framed within this perspective that Macaulay alludes 
to, since Magid seems to have become some sort of “mimic man”, especially after returning from 
Bangladesh transformed into a man who is “more English than the English.” For this, it seems 
feasible to use the arguments that Bhabha brings in opposition to Macaulay to sustain the 
analysis of how both Magid and Millat build their identities and how these clash with Samad’s 
fundamental conceptions of life. Additionally, this takes the analysis back to the notion of the 
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positions of power, and whether these are imposed from the outside, or we also take part into 
letting them establish as distinguish features of our identity. 
It would also be interesting to oppose this to Archibald’s daughter Irie, who turns down 
the idea of straightening her hair—an example of how this system of identities can be 
undermined. 
Mimicry is depicted throughout Zadie Smith’s works as a grade-scale showing the 
different positions of power where each of the characters is framed. 
 
 The theory would need a complementary perspective to analyse the issue of identity. 
Bhabha may be complemented with the work by Stuart Hall, but from reading Bhabha’s The 
Location of Culture, the reader is also referred to interesting points to highlight in the work by 
Bakhtin (1981). These are outlined in the following. 
- Mikhail Bakhtin 
So far, the theories discussed from the theoretical framework appear to lack an insight for 
the cultural discourse that Zadie Smith is representing through her novels. As was introduced 
above, the framework misses a theory that deals more frontally with the clashes between 
cultures, for which we have to look at models of dialogic communication.  
 For this purpose, the work of Mikhail Bakhtin might be of use. In his 1981 Discourse in 
the novel, Bakhtin discusses dialogism as a form of intercultural discourse. Bhabha’s work itself 
refers back to Bakhtin in The Location of Culture, but we would need to study Bakhtin 
separately (namely his notion of “the self and other”) so as to compare what both authors have to 
say in regards to identity. Bakhtin’s model is interesting for analysing the different forces at 
work in any given discourse (centrifugal and centripetal), for which the novels White Teeth and 
On Beauty can be analysed as models of cultural discourses. 
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 At this point, the framework should not to provide with three different analyses of the 
subject by looking at Stuart Hall, then studying the question in relation to Macaulay, the mimicry 
and Bhabha, and end up with a third perspective following Bakhtin. On the contrary, these three 
perspectives may complement on those aspects where each of them separately find limitations. 
The idea would be to analyse the co-construction of identities of the characters in the novels by 
opposing the narrative of Smith to this three-dimensional theoretical framework. 
 But then, it is important to pay attention to the positions of the continuum depicted within 
the communities in Smith’s novels. There is a more obvious distinction between the dominant 
culture and the minorities trying to adapt or willing to stick to their ‘roots’ (attach or detach). 
And here it would be interesting to rise the question of how does this divergence between 
majority and minority work: Is the opposition limited to the obvious physical difference in 
colour? Is the black and the white opposition the only contradicting force at play? Or could we 
also find trouble in regards to cultural identity within communities? For example, in the case of 
the KEVIN movement in White Teeth which Millat joins at one point, we see how, within a 
Muslim community, there are identities that do not comply with each other (Samad would never, 
and does not, accept such radicalisation from the part of his son); and the differences to be found 
in the racially-mixed Belseys family. In the latter we see, at the same time, the feeling of 
oppression in Levi as he dives into pop culture, opposing the more traditional middle-class 
values that his parents contend with and which Zora and Jerome seem more comfortable to abide 
with. 
 As for what concerns Bhabha, he brings the discussion to raise the question of 
multiculturalism as whether this is a phenomenon which becomes homogeneous or is this not 
possible. Is “multiculturalism”, as we can see in Zadie Smith, the confluence of different races 
and cultures in a community, where everybody is treated as equals as a result of precisely being 
all different from each other? According to the introduction in Location of Culture, the problem 
with multiculturalism is that, if it becomes in some way an homogeneous concept where we are 
trying to incorporate different cultures so that they can build a collective identity, are we not, as 
Bhabha puts it, heading to “the death, literal and figurative, of the complex interweavings of 
history?” (1994: 5). An still, in Zadie Smith we have the locations of London in the United 
Kingdom and New England in the United States, which although both have a representative part 
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of non-native populations, these can still be termed ‘minorities’ face to an overwhelming 
majority of white people. Therefore, it also would have to be analysed how the characters in the 
novels make sense of their own as part of a larger community which can make them feel 
alienated simply as a result of race, and also how they interact within their minority groups. 
 In a multicultural society, then, it is no longer so much about the specificities of each 
member’s cultural group, because the more mixed we are in an environment like this, the less 
sense makes to try to distance ourselves from “the majority.” 
 
5. Conclusion. 
The idea that has been outlined for this project synopsis has tried to demonstrate the 
complexity of the topic chosen to study. This preliminary overview on how to look into the 
notion of identity in Zadie Smith’s novels helps understand that there is a lot more to it than just 
coming from a specific background or belonging to a group of population sharing a specific set 
of physical features. The reason for this being that “culture” is a very complex notion which 
comprises the personal situation of every single individual sharing a common space in a 
community where there is a predominant culture. 
 Multiculturalism is an ongoing phenomenon taking place in an increasingly larger 
amount of cities and countries throughout the world. Despite its potential positive effects for 
richer and more diversified societies, it risks putting into question the inner culture of each and 
every individual—the strongest asset of identity people have. This means that, by trying to 
minimize the stigmatization of people from other origins, we try to merge cultures into each 
other. By so doing, we fail to contribute to the co-construction of identities, and instead we erase 
our roots to create a common multicultural identity to which no member of the community does 
actually belong. 
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